










This paper aims to present a critical overview of the development of philosophical schools 
founded by Muslim thinkers in the context of Islamic civilisation. The emphasis of the paper 
is mostly on the reasons and causes of uneven development of this intellectual tradition in 
Muslim countries. I shall develop my arguments from within the philosophical framework 
of critical rationalism. While the views of various Muslim philosophers will be critically, 
though briefly, assessed, the role of other Muslim scholars such as theologians (mutakal-
limun), mystics (‘urafa and Sufis) and jurists (fuqaha) in facilitating or hindering the har-
monious growth of Muslims’ philosophical heritage will also be touched upon.
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“Islamic	 Philosophy:	 Past,	 Present,	 and	 Fu-
ture”,	has	appeared	in:	Anthony	O’Hear	(ed.),	
Philosophical Traditions	 (Royal Institute of 
Philosophy Supplements,	Vol.	74),	Cambrid-
ge	 University	 Press,	 Cambridge	 2014,	 pp.	
265–321.	The	present	paper,	apart	from	being	
a	somewhat	condensed	version	of	 the	above	





I	 See	 Philosophy”,	 in:	 In Search of a Bet-
ter World: Lectures and Essays from Thirty 
Years,	Routledge,	London	1994.	For	a	more	
detailed	explanation	of	various	tenets	of	criti-













when	Muslims	 embarked	on	 a	mission	of	digesting	 and	 incorporating	 into	
their	own	internal	resources,	wisdoms	of	other	cultures.








The	 above	 political	 question	 soon	 gave	 rise	 to	 troubling	 theological	 ques-



















Early	Muslim	 theologians,	however,	were	not	 in	 favour	of	 imported	philo-






approach	gradually	paved	 the	way	 for	a	closer	 relationship	between	kalam	
and	philosophy.

























physicist,	 political	 philosopher,	 and	 musicologist;	Abu	 Rayhan	 Biruni	 (d.	










See	Morteza	Motahari,	Ashnaei ba ‘ulum-e 





The	first	 two	sects	gradually	 turned	 into	 the	
two	 largest	 sects	 in	 Islam	which	exist	 today	
and	 each	 are	 divided	 into	 a	 number	 of	 sub-
sects.	The	 latter	 two	 sects	 did	not	 last	 long,	
though	 their	 ideas	are	still	present	 in	 the	 in-
tellectual	ecosystem	of	Islamic	doctrine.	The	
Kharijites	 advocated	 a	 very	 strict	 adherence	
to	 their	 own	 literal	 reading	 of	 shari’a law	




individuals	 who	 regard	 themselves	 as	Mus-
lim.	Only	God	 can	 pass	 judgement	 on	 their	
fate.	 Cf.	 Khalid	 Blankinship,	 “The	 Early	




ccol9780521780582.003;	 Majid	 Fakhry,	 A 
History of Islamic Philosophy,	 Columbia	
University	 Press,	 New	 York	 –	 Chichester	
2004,	Ch.	2.
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See	Morteza	Motahari,	 ‘Adl-e Elahi	 [Divine 
Justice],	 Sadra	 Publications,	 Tehran	 1973;	
Harry	Austryn	Wolfson,	 The Philosophy of 
the Kalam,	Harvard	University	 Press,	Cam-
bridge,	 MA	 –	 London	 1976;	 M.	 M.	 Sharif	










See	M.	M.	Sharif	(ed.),	A History of Muslim 
Philosophy;	 Seyyed	 Hossein	 Nasr,	 Oliver	
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Muslim	philosophers	developed	an	approach	to	learning	which	can	be	dubbed	

































Having	 declared	 philosophy	 as	 an	 unsuitable	 subject	 for	 study	 in	 the	 eco-
system	of	 Islamic	culture,	Ghazzali,	 in	his	magnum opus,	 Ihya al-ulum al-
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To	 the	 above	 intellectual	 trends,	 social	 and	 political	 upheavals	 in	Muslim	
countries	should	be	added.	Each	one	of	these	trends	dealt	a	severe	blow	to	
the	flourishing	intellectual	ecosystems	in	Muslim	countries.	The	animosity	






of	 Islamic	 civilisation.	 Philosophical	 thinking,	 however,	 did	 not	 die	 away	
among	Muslims.	It	followed	two	different	paths	in	the	Eastern	and	Western	
parts	 of	Muslim	 lands.	 In	 Spain,	Muslim	philosophers	 such	 as	 Ibn	Bajjah	
(1095–1143),	Ibn	Tufayl	(1105–1185)	and	Ibn	Rushd	(1126–1198)	continued	
the	 Mashsha’i	 (Peripatetic)	 tradition.	However,	with	 the	 collapse	 of	Mus-





IV. Al-Hikmat al-Mashreqiyah and















er	of	 intuition	and	mystical	experiences,	as	against	 rational	 thinking	as	 the	
most	effective	tool	for	exploring	reality	and	acquiring	knowledge	about	it.
Al-Hikmat al-Mashreqiyah	 was	 further	 developed	 into	 a	 comprehensive	
philosophical	 system	 by	 another	 great	 Persian	 philosopher,	 Shahb	 al-Din	
9




This	 text	 is	 available	 online	 at:	 http://www.
ghazali.org/site/ihya.htm.
10






























related	 to	 understanding	God	 and	His	manifestations	 by	means	 of	 rational	
argumentation,	intuition	and	mystical	experiences.	It	took	as	its	main	sources	







V. Philosophical developments in 
    the sixteen and seventeen centuries: 
    Schools of Isfahan and Shiraz





















huduth-i zamani	(temporal	creation	or	emergence)	and	huduth-i dhati (essen-
SYNTHESIS	PHILOSOPHICA	
62	(2/2016)	pp.	(279–294)












Islamic	philosophy	in	 the	 tradition	of	combining	gnostic,	 religious,	and	ra-
tional	 strands,	 reached	 its	 apex	 in	 the	 teachings	 of	 Sadruddin	Muhammad	
Shirazi	(1571–1640),	better	known	as	Akhund	Mulla	Sadra	and	also	as	“Sadr	
Al-muti’allihin”	(the	foremost	amongst	the	theosophians).	Mulla	Sadra	was	










tion	of	 the	Prophet	and	 the	Shi’i	 Imams,	came	 to	be	known	as	Hikmat al-
Muti’aliyeh (the	Transcendent	Theosophy).
Like	Suhrawardi	and	Mir	Damad	before	him,	Mulla	Sadra	presented	a	com-





For	 Suhrawadri’s	 life	 and	work	 see	 Seyyed	
Hossein	Nasr,	Three Muslim Sages:	 Avicen-
na, Suhrawardi, Ibn ‘Arabi,	 Harvard	 Uni-
versity	 Press,	 Cambridge	 1964.	 For	 a	 com-
parison	between	Suhrawardi’s	and	Ibn	Sina’s	
philosophies	 see	 Mehdi	 Aminrazavi,	 “How	
Ibn	Sinian	Is	Suhrawardi’s	Theory	of	Know-





Illumination [Himkmat al-Ishraq],	 trans.	 by	
John	Walbridge	 and	 Hossein	 Ziai,	 Brigham	
Young	 University	 Press,	 Provo,	 UT	 1999;	
Shahabuddin	Suhrawardi,	The Shape of Light 




Chittick,	 Ibn ‘Arabi: Heir to the Prophets,	
One	World,	Oxford	2005.
15
For	Mir	 Damad’s	 life	 and	 work	 see	 Hamid	
Dabashi,	 “Mir	 Damad	 and	 the	 Founding	 of	
the	 School	 of	 Isfahan”,	 in:	 S.	 H.	 Nasr,	 O.	
































ments.	 Perhaps	 a	 few	words	 concerning	 his	 theory	 of	 ‘substantial	motion’	
may	provide	 a	 flavour	 of	 his	 approach.	For	Mulla	Sadra,	 the	primacy	 and	
principality	of	existence,	means,	among	other	things,	 that	each	entity	has	a	





























VI. A brief account of two major developments in 













baee	 (1904–1981),	decided	 to	expose	 the	shortcomings	of	 the	Marxist	 ide-
ology	by	 critically	 assessing	 its	 philosophical	 doctrines.	 In	 the	mid-1950s,	
Allameh	began	teaching	a	course	of	philosophy	to	a	selected	group	of	clerics	
chosen	 from	among	his	 best	 students.	This	 course,	 based	on	 twice-weekly	
sessions,	lasted	for	about	three	years.	During	this	period	many	philosophical	




The Principles and Method of the Philosophy of Realism.
This	work,	whose	content	I	am	going	to	briefly,	though	critically,	discuss	in	
this	section,	marked	a	watershed,	 though	unfortunately	not	a	 turning	point,	




turning-point,	 in	 that	 it	 remained	as,	more	or	 less,	 a	one-off	project.	 It	did	
not	give	rise	to	systematic	application	of	Islamic	philosophy	to	other	newly	
emerged	issues	in	the	Islamic	communities.
The Principles and Method of the Philosophy of Realism	 consists	 of	 four-
teen	 “articles”,	 each	 dealing	 with	 one	 important	 philosophical	 topic.	 The	
two	ayatollahs,	Tabatabaee	and	Motahari,	did	a	thorough	job	in	exposing	the	







two	decades	before	David	Lewis’	Convention: A Philosophical Study (1969)	
and	four	decades	before	John	Searle’s	Construction of Social Reality	(1995)	






al-Asfar al-Araba’a	 [The Four Journeys],	
Entesharat-e Bonyad Hikmat Islami Sadra,	9	
vols.,	Tehran.	Partial	translations	of	this	work	






Third	 and	 Fourth	 Journey.	 Mulla	 Sadra’s	









had-e Na Aram-e Jahan	 [The Never-resting 
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Having	explained	 the	failure	of	some	of	 the	well-known	approaches	 to	 the	
problem	 of	 induction,	Ayatollah	 Sadr	 introduced	 his	 own	 epistemological	
approach	 which	 he	 maintained	 could	 solve	 the	 problem	 once	 and	 for	 all.	
Ayatollah	had	dubbed	his	novel	theory	Al-Naẓariyah al-Tavalud al-Dhati fi 












As	for	his	particular	 interpretation	of	probability,	he	 introduced	a	model	 in	
which	a	well-known	notion	from	usul al-fiqh,	namely,	al-‘ilm	al-ijmali,	which	
literally	means	‘un-detailed	knowledge’,	was	carefully	crafted	with	some	as-
pects	 of	 the	 classic	 (Laplacian)	 and	 the	 frequency	 (von	Mises)	 theories	 of	
probability	 without	 incorporating	 their	 weaknesses.	 The	Ayatollah	 defined	
al-‘ilm	al-ijmali	 in	 the	context	of	his	own	theory	of	probability	as	“certain	
knowledge	about	an	unidentified	member	of	a	certain	set”.
The Theory of Inherent Proliferation in Human Knowledge,	which	is	in	itself	





the	 basis	 of	 a	 degree	 of	al-‘ilm	 al-ijmali	 about	 it.	This	 is	 our	 opening	








I	 critically	 assess	 Allameh’s	 views	 on	
e’tebariyat	 in	 “A	 Critical	 Comparative	 As-
sessment	of	Allameh	Tabatabaee’s	Theory	of	
e’tebariyat,	 David	 Lewis’s	 Convention	 and	
John	Searle’s	Construction of Social Reality”	
(2016	forthcoming).
21
Usul al-fiqh (the	 principles	 of	 fiqh)	 is	 a	 se-
mantic	 and	 hermeneutical	 machinery	 which	
assists	 fuqha (jurists)	 in	 their	 dealings	 with	
semantic	 entailments	 of	 the	 verses	 of	 the	
Qur’an	and	the	traditions	of	the	Prophet	and	



































VII. Some of the major shortcomings of 
      traditional Islamic philosophy
In	 the	 light	 of	 developments	 in	modern	 epistemology	 and	metaphysics,	 it	
seems	 the	 traditional	 Islamic	 philosophy,	 as	 taught	 in	 religious	 seminaries	
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Now	it	seems	these	degrees	of	certainty	are	contrasted	to	epistemic	concepts	































fallen	 into	 the	 trap	 of	 yet	 another	 category	mistake:	 they	 have	mistakenly	
upheld	the	notion	of	ilm-i huduri, ‘knowledge	by	presence’,	as	an	epistemic	
notion.	This	notion	is	also	referred	to	as	the	outcome	of	a	process	known	as	
itihad-i ‘aqil va ma’qul (the	unity	between	the	intellect	and	the	intelligible)	

















Programmes	 of	 Producing	 ‘Islamic	Science’	
and	 ‘Islamisation	 of	 Science/Knowledge’”,	


































































of	 scholarship.	 It	must	 be	 emphasised	 that	 in	 recent	 years,	 and	 as	 a	 result	






against	 technological	 techniques	 and	know-how,	 could	be	 regarded	as	 cul-
ture-specific,	such	a	newly	developed	philosophy	could	only	be	regarded	as	
‘Islamic	philosophy’	 in	 the	sense	I	explicated	earlier	 in	 this	paper,	namely,	
the	outcome	of	intellectual	endeavours	of	individuals	who	happen	to	be	Mus-
lim	or	 live	 in	Muslim	 lands	or	 both,	 and	make	use	of,	 among	many	other	
resources,	the	intellectual	machinery	developed	in	Islamic	civilisation.	This	
philosophy,	provided	it	upholds	its	critical	and	rational	approach,	could	join	














Nevertheless,	 it	 seems	 to	 me	 that	 new	 critical	 trends,	 within	 the	 general	













Status	of	Fiqh”,	American Journal of Islamic 
Social Sciences,	Vol.	33	(2016),	No.	1,	pp.	25–
51,	 doi:	 https://doi.org/10.12816/0037416,	
I	 have	 demonstrated	 that	 contrary	 to	 a	 pre-
vailing	view,	 fuqha	are	not	‘ulama	 (scholars	
whose	aim	to	acquire	knowledge	about	real-
ity).	 They	 are	 engineers	 and	 technologists,	
i.e.	professionals	whose	expertise	responds	to
people’s	non-cognitive	needs	or	facilitate,	as

















Cilj je ovog rada kritički se osvrnuti na razvitak filozofskih škola koje su utemeljili muslimanski 
mislitelji u kontekstu islamske civilizacije. Naglasak je rada uglavnom na razlozima i uzrocima 
promjenjivih razvitaka ove intelektualne tradicije u muslimanskim zemljama. Razvijam svoje 
argumente unutar filozofskog okvira kritičkog racionalizma. Dok se stajališta raznih musli-
manskih filozofa ocjenjuju kritički, premda ukratko, spominje se i uloga drugih muslimanskih 
učenjaka kao što su teolozi	(mutakallimun), mistici (‘urafa	i sufije) te pravnici (fuqaha) u olak-








Diese Abhandlung ist bestrebt, einen kritischen Überblick über die Entwicklung von philoso-
phischen Schulen zu präsentieren, die von muslimischen Denkern im Kontext der islamischen 
Zivilisation gegründet wurden. Der Schwerpunkt der Arbeit liegt hauptsächlich auf den Grün-
den und Ursachen der ungleichmäßigen Entwicklung dieser intellektuellen Tradition in musli-
mischen Ländern. Ich werde meine Argumente aus dem philosophischen Rahmen des kritischen 
Rationalismus heraus vorbringen. Während die Ansichten diverser muslimischer Philosophen 
– wenn auch nur kurz – kritisch beurteilt werden, wird ebenso die Rolle anderer muslimischer 
Gelehrter wie Theologen (mutakallimun), Mystiker (‘urafa und Sufis) und Juristen (fuqaha) 
in der Erleichterung bzw. Beeinträchtigung des harmonischen Wachstums des muslimischen 
philosophischen Erbes angeschnitten.
Schlüsselwörter
muslimische	 Philosophien,	 kritischer	 Rationalismus,	mashsha’i	 (peripatetische)	 Schule,	 Schiraser	
Schule,	antiphilosophische	Trends
Ali Paya
Philosophies musulmanes : 
compte rendu critique
Résumé
Le but de ce travail est de présenter un compte rendu critique sur l’essor des écoles philo-
sophiques fondées par des penseurs musulmans dans le contexte de la civilisation islamique. 
L’accent est principalement mis sur les raisons et les causes du développement irrégulier de 
cette tradition intellectuelle dans les pays musulmans. Mes arguments seront développés dans le 
cadre du rationalisme critique. Alors que les perspectives de nombreux philosophes musulmans 
seront évaluées de manière critique, quoique brièvement, d’autres savants seront également 
abordés tels que les théologues (mutakallimun), les mystiques (‘urafa	et	les	soufis) et les juristes 
(fuqaha) afin de comprendre s’ils ont joué un rôle en faveur ou contre le développement harmo-
nieux de l’héritage philosophique musulman.
Mots-clés
philosophies	musulmanes,	rationalisme	critique,	école	(péripatéticienne)	mashsha’i,	école	de	Shiraz,	
tendances	antiphilosophiques
